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Jamie Valdez
Artist Statement
I am a woman, activist, artist, mother, and wife. My art practice questions the role of
institutions in disseminating outdated traditions and unfair rituals in relation to women. Bringing
visibility to what is ignored, I create works that are critical to the unfair expectations that society
fosters, expectations which ultimately oppress women vis-à-vis the (art) institution. Through
different conceptual strategies, my work questions what society has taught us about gender
roles and explores the pedagogies that our institutionalized education has systematically
perpetuated for women and girls from early educational experiences.
I am influenced by theories on radical pedagogies, decolonial thinking and practices, anticapitalist resistances, critical discourses on feminism, race, and sexuality, and the interwoven
reoccurrences of gender identity and gender politics. Considering these theories and my own
feminist experience, my aim is to create awareness of the inequalities women are confronted
with every day. My art practice takes form in many shapes, including performance, public
interventions, guerilla activist work, and installations. Each project dictates what the formal
qualities of the work may take on. I find value and potential in working outside the colonized,
elitist white cube, so I commonly explore public sites (both physical and virtual) outside the
hegemonic institution. I believe that working publicly is an authentic way to convey a first-person
experience, ensuring the personal as political through performances and art happenings that
have not historically been a medium utilized by men. My work has been accessible in many
public places like restroom doors. It has also been plastered on the streets of Los Angeles and
rendered in the digital format of Zoom, where I held a public intervention.

Adrian Piper’s Performances Catalysis and Mythic Being
Serve as Tools to Critique Class, Race and Gender Warfare
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Adrian Piper, Catalysis IV, 1971, silver gelatin on baryta paper, 41 x 41 cm, photo by Rosemary
Mayer.© Generali Foundation Collection, Permanent loan on to the Museum der Moderne
Salzburg, Salzburg, Austria.

Adrian Piper, The Mystic Being, 1971-19, performance art,
photograph: Collection of the Adrian Piper Research Foundation Berlin. ©APRA Foundation
Berlin.
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Abstract
Adrian Piper’s performances, Mythic Being and Catalysis III, are performance artworks
that directly challenge the theories of capital, gender and race. Piper clearly demonstrates the
power structures in race and gender relations while illustrating intersectionality, performing
gender, and identity politics while also challenging the theories of the oppositional gaze, the
phallocentric spectatorship, and the African American female gaze. She utilizes her own body as
her medium and creates an experience for herself and her witnesses. She provides proof
through experience on the class warfare, sexism and racism we perpetuate in society to women
and people of color. However, accomplishes it in a way that brings the viewer into the artwork
as a subject unknowingly. She is forced to acknowledge that she will always be an outsider
looking in within our current constructs of society, but the commentary is more importantly
about the society that keeps her as an outsider depending on her performed gender and race
and having zero to do with anything other than superficial physical exteriors.
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Adrian Piper is a racially mixed woman of color who primarily works in performance art.
Her performance work from the early Seventies, Mythic Being and Catalysis, directly address
theories on capital, gender, and race. As the actor in her performances, she is commenting on
the power relationship between men vs women as well as black verse white, she was
questioning identity politics, and commenting on the oppositional gaze, phallocentric
spectatorship, and African American female gaze. Piper’s Mythic Being, 1973 project was
comprised of performances, photographs and drawings. The first aspect of this project were the
performances. She dressed in drag and walked around the city doing mundane masculine things
while being photographed. Performing as a man, she would dress eclectic and don an afro wig.
This detail may persuade some viewers to assume that she was performing as an African
American man, but I believe that her intention was to be unique and not easily identified
therefore granting her more space and freedom to pass as a white man. If she were performing
as an African American man, as some art historians assume, she would not have had the same
liberties. During her performances Piper would holler at white women walking by while sitting
on the street corner, she would adjust her imaginary phallic near her groin area and she would
sit on public transportation and have conversations with strangers, the unsuspecting witnesses
to these public performances. She created this space for her alter ego to allow herself the
opportunity to experience life from the point of view of a white man, in contrast to living her
life as a woman of color. Finally, she would post these documentation photographs as ads in
the Village Voice newspaper over the course of a period of months. The ads were comprised of
the photographs as documents of her performances with a thought bubble drawn over her
head with a quote extracted from her own teenage journal, as a young black woman. In
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contrast, her performances in Catalysis were as a woman of color. She would ride buses around
the city with wet painted clothes, have objects in her mouth, and fill her handbag with rotten
smelling items such as eggs, vinegar, ketchup, or fish. She was abject. She took this approach to
take the power away from the viewers and direct their gaze onto her, the normally unnoticed
woman of color. She documented these performances with photographs of herself in different
public spaces, like malls, buses, and the city streets. Mythic Being and Catalysis were two very
different performances, while they both criticize gender and race relationships they do it
differently, furthering the critique in a powerful way.
Both of Piper’s performances Mythic Being and Catalysis critique the idea of
capital in both gender and race relations. There is a power relationship in racial relations as well
as gender relations which Piper is pretty accurately demonstrating quite brilliantly. Piper’s
performances very clearly allow her to experience the world as a white man which allows her
more autonomy to go and explore the same city in which she is a normal participant, however
this experiment gives her a completely different lens on the same world she’s always know by
granting her more power to be. When Piper goes out into her city and performs as a woman of
color she is reflecting the lens of critique back on to the viewers, society, maybe informing
them and making them take ownership of their personal feelings about women of color in our
society. Piper is visually demonstrating that white people have more power and opportunity
then black people and men have more power and privilege than women. Gerda Lerner wrote
about racism and sexism saying, “Thus, the enslavement of women, combining both racism and
sexism, preceded the formation of classes and class oppression. Class differences were, at the
very beginnings, expressed and constituted in terms of patriarchal relations. Class is not a
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separate construct from gender; rather, class is expressed in genderic terms.”1 Piper
understands the capital relationship and is performing the master slave relationship within race
and gender during these two performances. Marxism would explain class warfare as the
oppressed majority being exploited as the oppressive minority and Piper is asserting her power
as a woman and a person of color.
Mythic Being and Catalysis raise questions on the issues of gender including
intersectionality, performing gender, and identity politics. Gender theorist, Judith Butler,
referred to the body as just a medium for which a set of cultural meanings are externally
related to one another and Piper is demonstrating this idea, as she performs as both a female
actor and a male actor. She never changes anything about her life, her family, her education,
her background, her home or her city, just the outfit she picks out that day and her external
mannerisms then witnesses the city around her visibly changes. The culture and the society that
she is living within is changing as she changes her appearance. But it’s not really changing, it is
expressing how the power relations of gender and race manifest into people’s prejudices of one
another. Judith Butler wrote “Gender is a complexity whose totality is permanently deferred,
never fully what it is at any given junction in time. An open coalition, then, will affirm identities
that are alternately instituted and relinquished according to the purposes at hand,”2 in which
Piper uses her gender to accomplish the purpose of the experience for both her and the
witnesses. While preforming as a white man Piper’s purpose is to experience how the majority
experience everyday life. When she is performing as a woman of color her purpose is for the

1
2

Gerda Lerner, The Creation of Feminist Consciousness (New York, Oxford University Press, 1993) p 213.
Judith Butler, Gender Trouble (New York, Routledge, 1990) p 16.
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audience to recognize what they normally ignore. Each of these performances are powerful,
however having them both in the same conversating really illustrates the sexist and racist
society that we like to pretend does not exist.
Gerda Lerner wrote about the oppressive patriarchy stating, “Marginalized from the
male tradition and largely deprived of knowledge of a female tradition, individual women had
to think their way out of the patriarchal gender definitions and their constraining impact as an
island…reinventing itself.”3 Piper uses the performances of Mythic Being to reinvent herself, as
superficially as changing clothes and altering her hair, she is transformed into a member of
society, no longer an outsider. She acts as a he, and now holds more privilege and power. Her
public interventions further the idea of performing gender because gender is a fluid idea, not
binary, not biological, not static. Gender can change from day to day or moment to moment. As
she is living daily life in different characters, she is firsthand experiencing the gender politics.
Men are given more physical space, they can look, they can speak, and people look at them and
engage. However, as a woman she is not permitted to take up space, or have a voice, and are
often ignored my mainstream society, even while committing really cringe worthy, eye catching
activities.
Adrian Piper’s performance, Mythic Being, 1973, challenges her oppositional gaze by
creating an alternative persona that allows her the experience of looking at her world
differently, from the point of view of the phallocentric spectator. Naturally, as a person who is
intersectionally a woman and person of color she lacks the power of looking. Although she is
frequently being gazed upon, she is denied the right to look back. Bell Hooks would write about

3

Gerda Lerner, The Creation of the Feminist Consciousness (New York, Oxford Press, 1993) p 220.
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this idea saying, “Since I knew as a child that the dominating power adults exercised over me
and over my gaze was never so absolute that I did not dare to look, to sneak a peep, to stare
dangerously, I knew that the slaves had looked. That all attempts to repress our/ black peoples’
right to gaze had produced in us an overwhelming longing to look, a rebellious desire, an
oppositional gaze.”4 Piper challenges this oppositional gaze, the exclusion of black women
represented in mainstream society, cinema and pop-culture, and dresses in drag as a white
man. Piper preforms as a man to highjack the power of looking back. She also empowers
herself with reclaim the ability to take up space in public, where she is usually not granted any.
Judith Butler wrote about gender being performative and that we choose our gender every day,
so as Piper is preparing for this performance, she is choosing to perform as a man in an attempt
to equalize the power structure of gender and passing as a white man to take back the power
to return the gaze. Hooks has stated that the gaze by any colonized black person is an act of
resistance, which is exactly why Piper is performing as a white man in public spaces. Piper
wants the experience of doing, being, and looking in a public space, and have the experiences
of freely looking and talking without the fear.
Performing as a white man grants her the most freedom to engage the real subjects of
her performance, the viewers, the witnesses, the unsuspecting bystanders. The performances
were for herself. They were a fleeting experience to hold power as an individual, not as a race
or a gender. Shulamith Firestone stated “She may attempt to gain power directly by imitating
white men…,”5 when theorizing how women of color take back their power. Firestone thought

bell hooks, The Oppositional Gaze, Black Looks: Race and Representation (Boston: South End
Press, 1992) p 118.
5
Shulamith Firestone, The Dialectic of Sex (New York: Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 1970) p 101.
4
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there were two options for women of color to embrace their power, one being to seduce the
white man, the other to be to imitate him. That is percisely what Piper is doing in Mythic Being.
She is imitating a white man to garner more acceptance in society and the ability to live more
freely and to be seen, because African American woman are often ostracized by society. The
viewers responses to her actions are a vital aspect of this performance. If you were to argue
that she is performing as an African American man she would still not be granted the right to
look, especially at white women, which is one of the specific tasks that she did. It would be a
risky and dangerous task for her. Piper’s work many times comments on oppositions: private vs
public, man vs woman, black vs white, which also guides me to the conclusion that she is
performing as a white man to engage awareness to both gender disparity and racism in society.
Bell Hooks stated, “They were rebelling against white supremacy by daring to look, by engaging
phallocentric politics of spectatorship,”6 Hooks is stating that the rebellious act of the gaze is
looking back and owning the fact that you, as an African American woman, are consistently left
behind. Being awareness and acceptance to your fate. It’s a look that is specific to only women
of color, whom have never had their image mirrored back to them from society. As if the
society they are a part of does not acknowledge them at all. I infer that Piper is having an
existential crisis and wondering where her place is in the world as she is not reflected anywhere
in society and often ignored. Piper is conveying her opposition by becoming her opposite, and
engaging with the viewers, the real subject of her performance. How do the viewers change as

bell hooks, The Oppositional Gaze, Black Looks: Race and Representation (Boston: South End
Press, 1992) p 118.
6
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she alters her appearance? Piper is witnessing how the viewers change their own interactions
with her when she changes her physical appearance into that of a white man. She has lived her
life as the same exact person, in the same time period, has the same background, the same
ideals, and the exact same thoughts but now is experiencing a new life performing as someone
who is more easily accepted within our society. The society around her has changed with her
appearance. The Village Voice ads are an important aspect of her performance because this is
how she transitions her private space to public viewing. This documentation and advertising of
herself is making her experiences public. She has completed the task and displays her findings
to the unsuspecting viewers, the newspaper readers. Her private thoughts, as a female, are
now being displayed over images of her as a man. Pointing out society wants her to keep her
female thoughts private, but yet welcomes the ideals of an imposter as long as he appears to
be a white man. Piper frequently uses her own personal identity as themes throughout her
work and being a mixed woman of color translates to this work because she’s seeking out
where she fits in as an outsider.
Contrary to Mythic Being, Catalysis directly comments on the inequity of power in race
and gender. She performs as herself, a mixed-race woman. She is abject. She demands your
gaze. She takes away your power to look by demanding your attention. Hooks stated, “It is
difficult to talk when you feel no one is listening,”7 and Piper is demanding that society listen to
her by acknowledging that she does exist. She is used to society ignoring and dismissing her as a
woman of color, but as she performs she is declaring that if you don’t think I exist try not to

bell hooks, The Oppositional Gaze, Black Looks: Race and Representation (Boston: South End
Press, 1992) p 125.
7
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look. Hooks also wrote about the political power in the resistance, “In resistance struggle, the
power of the dominated to assert agency by claiming and cultivating ‘awareness’ and politicizes
‘looking’ relations- one learns to look a certain way in order to resist.”8 Piper is unwilling to let
society ignore her existence any longer. She is challenging the status quo, and she is makes
herself hard to ignore in these public performances.
In conclusion, Piper’s performances Mythic Being and Catalysis III were important works
of art commenting on the capital structures of race and gender relationships because of the
experiences they allowed her and her witnesses to experience. When she performed as a man
she was able to experience a new view on the same person’s life- hers. She was given
acceptance and space in a way she had never before experienced in her real identity. She was
granted the ability to witness first-hand how people altered how they approached, spoke, and
responded to her in public. While she was performing as a woman of color the witnesses were
forced to experience the ignorance they project on people of the minority. She embodied the
class warfare, sexism and racism in her public interventions. However, accomplishes it in a way
that brings the viewer into the artwork as a subject unknowingly. She is forced to acknowledge
that she will always be an outsider looking in within our current constructs of society, but the
commentary is more importantly about the society that keeps her as an outsider depending on
her performed gender and race.

bell hooks, The Oppositional Gaze, Black Looks: Race and Representation (Boston: South End
Press, 1992) p 116.
8
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